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GEOGRAPHY 
The Challenge of Historical Geography 
LOUIS SEIG* 
ABSTRACT - As geography changes with the times, traditional techniques, such as historical geog-
raphy, should be reassessed to insure their relevance. Historical geography is evaluated in terms 
of definition, use, and prospects. Teaching of the methods of historical geography is advocated to 
equip students with tools rather than with regional descriptions of historical geographic information . 
Geography as a discipline is currently going through a 
period of change. It is no longer Sauer's "focused curi-
osity." Rather it is a meaningful science which seeks to 
explain the activities of man in a locational context on 
the surface of the earth. As change occurs within the dis-
cipline, geographers should reassess their traditional tech-
niques to determine whether they still have relevance. 
Peter Haggett raises an interesting question when he 
points out that one of the significant internal debates with-
in the field today is not over the past nature of geogra-
phy; but rather, whether the past should govern the nature 
of geography in the future. Harvey addresses himself to 
the same kind of question, leaving no doubt that geog-
raphy is becoming more scientific. Harvey argues : 
. . . the student of history and geography is faced 
with two alternatives. He can either bury his head, 
ostrich-rike, in the sand grains of an idiographic 
human history conducted over unique geographic 
space, scowl upon broad generalization, and produce 
a masterly thesis on what happened when, where. 
Or he can become a scientist and attempt, by the 
normal procedures of scientific investigation, to ver-
ify, reject, or modify the stimulating and exciting 
ideas which his predecessors presented . .. Histori-
cal scholarship cannot be conducted in an interpre-
. tive vacuum, . . . 
This appears to be a call for historical geographers to 
apply useful theoretical and quantitative techniques to 
historical situations for a better understanding of man. 
It may also imply that all geographers should be willing 
to use historical methods and that the title "historical 
geographer" may not be very meaningful. 
In the context of reassessment, then, it seems useful to 
investigate what historical geography is, how it has been 
used, and what its prospects are for the future. 
An approach or method 
Historical geography is not a branch of geography. It 
is, rather an approach or method which may be applied 
to any branch of the discipline, except theoretical geog-
raphy. A competence to deal with so-called historical 
materials does not necessarily carry with it a competence 
to deal with any of the traditional topical divisions of 
geography. Historical cultural geography is clearly differ-
ent from historical economic geography or historical agri-
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cultural geography. A geographer's training should, there-
fore, be well grounded in one or more of the traditional 
branches of the field in addition to his training in histori-
cal explanation. 
Additionally, historical geography is not the history of 
geography. This branch of geography is defined as stated 
- a narrative of the development of geography as a disci-
pline. The term "historical geography" in this context 
has, appropriately, fallen out of use in the past several 
years. 
In I 887, MacKinder said that the geographer looks at 
the past that he may interpret the present. This dictum 
still holds, it would seem. Analysis of present-day land-
scapes without introduction of the temporal dimension is 
sterile description. In this context, then, historical geog-
raphy augments our knowledge of past times by recon-
structing past geographies. If a comprehensive geography 
using meaningful analytical tools were available for a 
given place at a given time, there would be no need to 
reconstruct it. The problem today, however, concerns the 
tools to be used. Standardized criteria may require recon-
struction to establish comparable analysis. 
Arguments for the differences between geography and 
history find their basis in Kant, who wrote: "History is a 
narrative, geography a description .... Geography and 
history fill up the entire circumference of our perceptions: 
geography that of space, history that of time." In this 
author's opinion, the Kantian dichotomy no longer holds. 
Although historians appear to be more concerned with 
the chronological sequence of events, some, such as 
Sumner Power, also are interested in the location of the 
events. Geographers, on the other hand, are more con-
cerned with the locational context of events. In a sense 
they are analyzing earth-space content. Although this 
space may be n-dimensional, there are four ubiquitous 
dimensions: distance, direction, connectivity, and time. 
In addition, a concept of duration as a continuance in 
time is also required to make spatial analysis meaningful. 
If measures could be devised to apply the same type of 
analysis to these significant dimensions at different points 
in time, a comparison of them would provide a schema 
of the changing patterns of space-use. On the other hand, 
it is important that a study of the process of change be 
undertaken to provide explanations of how and why the 
patterns themselves have changed. So, in this sense, time 
is concerned with two things - first, as a continuum of 
points at which the analyses are made and, second, as a 
function of duration to show how long the pattern, as 
established at any given point in time, has persisted. 
Historical geography, then, is really the geography of 
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change. The analysis of static space does not provide 
explanations for existent patterns. We live in a dynamic 
world where men in their relations and responses have 
changed as a result of constantly accepting or rejecting 
innovations in order to mold life styles based on the limi-
tations of experience, technology, and environment. All 
men live in social or political systems of one type or an-
other. These systems are based on the common values 
and aspirations of the group. Changes to systems result 
from either external or internal innovations. 
It can be argued that the source of change is highly 
significant in geography because the discipline is also 
concerned with interaction across space. The diffusion of 
innovations provides measurable indicators of such inter-
actions. The importance of external versus internal stimu-
lation to change is a function of scale, however. External 
change appears to be more important in small systems or 
sub-systems of larger systems. For example, if the United 
States were considered to be a system, the major extenwl 
innovation was the industrial revolution. All subsequent 
major changes were primarily the result of internal inno-
vation. 
Geographical change through time 
As the geography of change, historical geography has 
taken two main directions - geographical change through 
time, and reconstruction. It is not the intent of this paper 
to argue for what the author considers to be the best 
method. Method should be tied to purpose; therefore, a 
choice will have to be made by the individual researcher 
in light of any individua1 project. 
Geographic Change through Time: This technique 
stands on the thin line between geography and history; 
it presents conceptual problems for many geographers. 
Clark considers the Berkeley group, with the exception 
of Brown, to be the major contributors to historical geog-
raphy in the United States. He says that members of the 
Berkeley school have attacked their problems historically 
because they have believed that approach to be funda-
mental to their explanatory purpose. He points out: 
the Berkeley emphasis has been ... upon cultural 
processes and what is here termed geographical 
change through time, and there has been little con-
cern with making nice distinctions between geogra-
phy and history or with dodging the appellation 
"culture historians." 
The influence of Sauer is very apparent here. His most 
definitive appraisal is found in "Foreword to Historical 
Geography," wherein he views historical geography as a 
continuum, with today being "but a point on a line." For, 
Sauer says, retrospect and prospect are different ends of 
the same sequence. He further states that knowledge of 
human process is attainable only if the current situation 
is comprehended as a moving point, one moment in an 
action that has beginning and end. Koelsch argues that 
this "vertical approach," which Darby calls "the history 
behind geography," obscures some knotty problems of 
methods and tends to confuse the actual nature of histori-
cal geography. He says that the historical geography of 
Sauer is in reality either culture history or in its geo-
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graphic phases simply a historical treatment of problems 
of cultural geography or of regional geography. 
The main difficulty with the geographical change 
through time method is that the reader is usually hard-
press;d to decide whether he is reading geography or 
history. Even though an article is written by a geographer 
or contains a series of maps, it is not necessarily free 
from being classified as historical narrative. By way of 
analogy, an artist does not continuously paint a landscape 
by working twelve inches from the canvas. He steps back, 
on occasion, to view the whole composition. In the same 
way, the historical geographer cannot treat his craft as a 
totally dynamic thing. In order to achieve the desired type 
of spatial analysis, he must "capture" a landscape at 
significant points in time. 
Reconstruction: This method calls for the reconstruc-
tion of the landscape at some given point or points along 
the historical continuum. The basic method can be sub-
divided into historical explanation (narrative) for the 
"geography of today," either past or present, and cross-
sections-through-time. These subdivisions are in essence 
the same, both requiring historical narrative of process to 
introduce the landscape at a given time or several given 
times. 
The true difference between process and reconstruction 
is whether spatial analysis is done as demonstrated by 
Figure 1. Column "A" is a true study of geographical 
change through time. The difference between it and the 
other three columns is quite apparent; there is no spatial 
analysis in "A." Columns "B" and "C" are basically the 
same. The nuance of difference is the time of the recon-
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Figure 1. Forms of Historical Geography. The columns repl'esent 
narrative ; the planes. spatial analysis. 
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struction. Each spatial analysis is the "geography of 
today" for the time selected. Column "D" is really noth-
ing more than a series of analyses made at selected times, 
each introduced by a narrative which stresses the proc-
esses involved. 
This cross-section-through-time technique seems to be 
a useful method for presenting historical geography of a 
relatively long time period. It allows both the writer and 
reader the opportunity to make a side-by-side comparison 
of the various cross-sections. 
Prospects for the future 
Traditionally, historical geography as taught in Ameri-
can colleges and universities has been the regional geog-
raphy of past times. It would seem that this approach is 
used to present some historical perspective to the under-
standing of the present day spatial configuration of a 
particular region. The validity of this approach is not 
questioned here, but a question may well be raised as to 
whether a methodological-thematic approach would not 
be more valuable to the training of geographers. 
Most regional courses and textbooks use the historical 
perspective to help provide explanation of spatial con-
figurations . Historical geography textbooks, on the other 
hand, tend to be narrative and descriptive, but not ex-
planatory. It would seem reasonable, therefore, to take 
a new approach to writing new texts - almost revisionist 
- using new scientific techniques to analyze· topically and 
thematically the processes which have transformed spatial 
arrangements. 
The techniques of historical geography deserve status 
near the core of the discipline. To teach separate courses 
in the geography of North America and the historical 
geography of North America, for example, is not ap-
proaching the region from discrete branches of geography, 
but rather treating it from the point of view of regional 
geography along a time continuum. fo this context the 
two courses are both complementary and interdependent. 
Neither could really exist without the-other. It is for this 
reason the geography student's purpose probably could 
best be served by teaching the philosophy and instructing 
in the research methods which have been devised by his-
torical geographers. 
Clearly, historical explanation is a necessary adjunct 
to any geographic study . What also is necessary is a new 
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approach to the teaching of historical geography, one 
which will provide insight into the techniques rather than 
the results . Geographers armed with these tools will be 
be able to provide more meaningful geography to their 
students and colleagues alike. 
Prospects for the methods of historical geography are 
bright. But a new vitality and purpose must be injected 
into the mainstream. The acceptance and teaching of new 
techniques is vital to both attracting new students and 
maintaining the historical approach as a viable technique 
for achieving the goals of geographic inquiry. 
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